The Past and the Future
The origins of the Sandhill Rustic within the context of historic climate change
The place of the Sandhill Rustic on Loe Bar has to be seen within the context of its origin and genetic status as a unique subspecies. Its authenticity as part of Cornish natural history depends on its place in the cultural and historic landscape, its connection to past events and the changing face of the Bar, the way it adds value to the sense of place there. It has become an integral part of the Bar, an attraction for moth collectors ever since it was first discovered in 1974. It is part of the existential nocturnal expression of the Bar, motionless at night on its grass stem below the vault of the Milky Way.
Its conservation value depends on a variety of questions:
-Is it a recent arrival or a long-term resident? -Is it an integral part of the ecosystem of Loe Bar? -Is it genetically different from the other subspecies of Luperina nickerlii? -Is it showing an adaptation to its unique isolated coastal habitat? -Is it able to survive unaided well into the future? -Are there cost-effective ways of conserving the population?
Where did the moth come from?
We have seen (Chapter 7) that the Cornish subspecies leechi of the Sandhill Rustic is genetically similar to demuthi (found in Kent and Essex) and albarracina (found in Spain and Portugal), and closer genetically to knilli (found in south-west Ireland) than to either gueneei (in north Wales and Lancashire) or nickerlii (found in many places in mainland Europe). What confuses the situation is that leechi is most similar in appearance to gueneei, occupying similar habitat and feeding on the same larval foodplant, and I expected that these species would be genetically similar. Its similarity to demuthi and albarracina is unexpected as they occupy different habitats and utilise different larval foodplants. Young 1997) . All subspecies of Sandhill Rustics can be reared in captivity on Early Meadow Grass, so they are not limited to the grasses on which they appear to be restricted in the wild. Most foodplant changes are onto similar species, e.g. with similar leaf structure, chemistry, phenology and ecological characters, and female Sandhill Rustics would still need to lay their eggs inside the grass stems, feed on the roots and pupate in the ground or within the crown of grass roots. Lopez-Vaamonde, Godfray & Cook (2003) suggest that taxonomically related insects frequently feed on taxonomically related plants and if we look at Flounced Rustic we see that it feeds on a wide variety of grasses, similar to Sandhill Rustics, but it is more eclectic in its choices, feeding on couchgrasses, fescues, wheat and other cereals (Skinner 2009). For a host plant shift to occur, the insect population must contain some individuals that are able to develop on the new foodplant; it may have been relatively easy for Sandhill Rustic larvae to switch in this way.2 Wherever Sandhill Rustics come from, they do not appear to have come from anywhere nearby, as none have been found elsewhere in Cornwall. Barry Goater, Bernard Skinner and others searched for Sandhill Rustics in potentially suitable places elsewhere in west Cornwall soon after it was discovered, but without success (Table 9 .1), and I have looked elsewhere more recently, including on the coast of north Cornwall at Constantine Bay, Rock Dunes, Widemouth Sands and near Bude, as well as Pendower Beach, Carlyon Bay, Par Sands, Lantic Bay and Whitsand Bay in south Cornwall, even on the Isles of Scilly and at Braunton Burrows in north Devon. Where did leechi come from, with no apparent populations anywhere near?
It might have arrived on a floating clump of Sand Couch, which can successfully colonize new areas when it is transported as rhizomous material by the sea
